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  Context


  Sir Arthur C. Clarke was born in 1917 in the coastal town of Minehead, England. He was interested in science from an early age and built his first telescope at the age of thirteen. As a teenager, he was an avid fan of early science fiction authors such as Jules Verne, author of 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea and H.G. Wells, author of The War of the Worlds. He was also a great fan of the pulp magazine Astounding Stories. He served in the Air Force through World War II, during which time he also published his first science fiction stories. After the war, Clarke entered King's College, London, and took his degree in physics and mathematics. His first published novel was Prelude to Space (1951).


  In 1951, Clarke published another short story called "The Sentinel." This story greatly interested director Stanley Kubrick, who then collaborated with Clarke on what would become the screenplay for the film 2001: A Space Odyssey. Clarke also published a novel based on the screenplay, with Kubrick's help. The film catapulted Clarke into iconic status as one of the most important science fiction authors of the twentieth century. Clarke wrote two sequels to 2001, one of which was also made into a film, 2010.


  But a year before "The Sentinel," in 1950, Clarke published the story "Guardian Angel" in the magazine Famous Fantastic Mysteries..Three years later he published the novel Childhood's End, which incorporated most of "Guardian Angel" into its first chapters with very few changes. Childhood's End became one of Clarke's most successful novels, and, to this day, it is still considered by many to be his greatest work.


  Clarke was a strong advocate of the idea that humans were meant to explore space. He believed Earth was a "frog pond" where humans were meant to grow and develop, but eventually they were meant to move out into the stars. Much of Clarke's fiction deals with this idea. However, Childhood's End represents an exception to the rule. Unlike most of Clarke's novels and other writings, Childhood's End presents a world where humanity does not slowly move out into space; instead, it makes an evolutionary leap into a mystical, almost transcendental new form. Several characters in the novel even express the idea that "the stars are not meant for man." This may be why Clarke chose to add a note to the paperback edition of Childhood's End: "The opinions expressed in this book are not those of the author." Despite the warning, the novel has remained one of Clarke's most enduringly popular works, perhaps because of its very uniqueness among the rest of Clarke's works.


  Since the 1950s, Clarke has continued to publish dozens of novels, further cementing his status as one of the most important science fiction authors of the twentieth century. His 1973 novel Rendezvous with Rama won both the Hugo and Nebula awards, the most important awards in science fiction. Since 1957, Clarke has lived in Sri Lanka. He is a fellow of the Royal Astronomical Society and was knighted in 1998.


  Plot Overview


  It is the late twentieth century. Both the United States and the Soviet Union are about to enter outer space using nuclear-powered spaceships. Just as both countries close in on the achievement of space travel, a number of giant alien spaceships come down over every major city in the world.


  Five years later, these aliens, known as the Overlords, have taken control of the entire world. Their flagship is based over New York and is managed by Karellen, the Overlord who is charge of Earth-related affairs. The humans know Karellen as "the Supervisor." Karellen uses the Secretary-General of the United Nations, Stormgren, as his liaison to the human race. Once every few weeks, Karellen meets with Stormgren inside his ship. However, neither Stormgren nor any other human has ever seen what an Overlord looks like.


  Stormgren is attempting to placate the Freedom League, a group that opposes the Overlords' dominion, no matter how friendly the aliens seem to be. A radical fringe group of the Freedom League kidnaps Stormgren; Karellen uses Stormgren as bait so he can keep track of these radicals. The radicals do give Stormgren the idea to use a scanning device to try and find out what is inside the room where he and Karellen meet. Stormgren then meets with Karellen, who announces that the Overlords will reveal themselves in fifty years. Stormgren then uses the scanner and discovers that Karellen is on the other side of the blank "viewscreen"--it's just a piece of one-way glass. Later, as he is handing over the paperwork for the World Federation, a new world government, Stormgren uses a flashlight to sneak a glimpse of Karellen.


  Fifty years later, the Earth has greatly changed. It has become a utopia, where everyone has a place to live and enough food to eat. The Overlords have altered the world and raised the standard of living for everyone. At this time, the Overlords reveal themselves: they look almost exactly like the Devil, with dark black skin, giant wings, horns on their heads, and a barbed tail.


  A few years later, George Greggson and Jean Morrel attend a party held by Rupert Boyce, an amateur scholar of the paranormal. While there, George and Jean run into Rashaverak, an Overlord making use of Boyce's research library. George also meets Jan Rodricks, a restless astronomer who is annoyed that the Overlords will not let mankind explore space. During the party, Boyce organizes a séance using a mechanized Ouija board. The board gives surprisingly accurate answers, and when Jan asks where the Overlords' homeworld is, it gives an exact star number. Jean faints after this incident. This fainting fit worries George, and he proposes marriage to Jean. Meanwhile, Jan takes the information he has learned and confirms it: the Overlord supply ships take off in the direction of the star given by the Ouija board. Rashaverak reports to Karellen and informs him that Jean should be watched, as she may be "the most important human alive."


  After speaking again with Boyce, Jan gets an idea of how to sneak aboard an Overlord vessel. He meets with Sullivan and makes a plan to stow away inside a giant sperm whale that Sullivan is stuffing for the Overlords. The plan succeeds, and soon Jan is on his way to the Overlord homeworld. While the trip will seem like only a few months to him, due to time dilation at the speed of light eighty years will pass on Earth.


  Back on Earth, George and Jean begin their life together. Eventually, George comes to believe he is stuck in a rut, and the couple decide to go to New Athens, an experimental community based on an island. The members of the community are primarily artists, and the hope is that they will reinvigorate the stagnating imagination of humanity. George and Jean take their two kids, Jeffrey and Jennifer, with them. The family adjusts to life on New Athens fairly well, but one day, a tsunami hits the island while Jeffrey is down at the beach. Jeffrey mysteriously survives and says that he heard a voice in his head that told him where to run.


  A few weeks later, an Overlord visits New Athens. He tells the community he is just performing a routine inspection, but actually he is checking on Jeffrey. A few weeks after his visit, Jeffrey begins to have strange dreams, where he is walking across alien landscapes. His parents don't know what to make of the dreams, but the Overlords recognize the planets he describes as real worlds. George meets with Rashaverak, who tells him that his children aren't human-- they're something beyond humanity.


  Jennifer, even though she is a baby, soon begins to exhibit powers herself--and her powers are even greater than those of Jeffrey. Soon all the children of the world are showing signs of strange mental powers. Karellen addresses all of mankind one last time, telling them that their children are taking a new evolutionary step. This is why the Overlords were sent to Earth--sent by the Overmind, a powerful being of thought and energy that absorbs and assimilates races once they have matured enough. Ironically, this is a step that the Overlords have never been able to make and may never be able to. The rest of humanity, however, is doomed. While the Overlords round up the children, many people decide to kill themselves. Jean and George die as New Athens blows itself up in a nuclear explosion.


  Back on the Overlords spaceship, Jan arrives on the Overlords' homeworld. He is subjected to many tests by the curious Overlords and asked many questions. He is allowed to explore their cities a little bit, and he sees a strange mountain that may be an avatar of the Overmind. Finally, however, he is shipped back home. Nothing prepares him for what he sees: the Earth is deserted, except for three hundred million strange children. They have slowly been growing in power and ability, and their individual personalities have all but vanished. Soon, the Overmind will arrive, and the Earth will be destroyed as the children join the Overmind. While the Overlords prepare to leave, Jan decides to stay on Earth. As he watches, the Overmind arrives and absorbs the children. In the process, the children consume the Earth's crust, causing it to explode. The children consume all of the Earth for energy as they complete their transformation into the Overmind. From his ship, thousands of kilometers away, Karellen watches the end of humanity. He then awaits his next call from the Overmind and continues to explore its secrets.


  Character List


  
    The Overlords - The Overlords are an alien race. They come to Earth in the late twentieth century and take control of the planet. They eliminate disease, war and hatred, and create a world government that broadens into a utopia. This peaceful mission is overseen by Karellen. Physically, the average Overlord is much taller and more built than a human, with large wings, horns on its head, and a barbed tail.

  


  
    Karellen - Karellen is one of the Overlords, an alien race that comes to Earth in the late twentieth century and takes control of the planet. Karellen is known by most humans as the "Supervisor." Like all Overlords, he is much taller and more built than a human, with large wings, horns on his head, and a barbed tail.

  


  
    Stormgren - Stormgren is the Secretary-General of the United Nations when the Overlords arrive on Earth. Stormgren is the only human to have any personal contact with the Overlords during the first few years of the Overlords' reign on Earth. He reports directly to Karellen once every few weeks.

  


  
    Wainwright - Wainwright is the leader of the Freedom League, a religiously based group that opposes Earth's domination by the Overlords, despite the Overlords' clearly friendly and beneficial attitude.

  


  
    Peter Van Ryberg - Stormgren's assistant and the deputy-general of the United Nations.

  


  
    Reinhold - An American working on building an interstellar spaceship.

  


  
    Konrad Schneider - A scientist working on constructing an interstellar spaceship for the Soviet Union.

  


  
    Rupert Boyce - Rupert Boyce is a "supervet," a veteranarian assigned to assist animals over thousands of acres of jungle. He is a friend of George Greggson. Boyce owns the world's largest library of paranormal research, something of great interest to the Overlords.

  


  
    George Greggson - George Greggson is a television production designer. He marries Jean Morrel, and their children are Jeffrey and Jennifer.

  


  
    Jean Morrel - A woman with an interest in the paranormal, who may have some psychic powers herself. She marries George Greggson and has two children, Jeffrey and Jennifer.

  


  
    Jan Rodricks - A young, brilliant man with a strong interest in astronomy and space exploration. He is bitter that the Overlords have never allowed mankind to explore space.

  


  
    Professor Sullivan - An oceanographic scientist. Sullivan's lab is deep under the ocean. The Overlords often ask Sullivan to perform such tasks as stuffing entire whales for exhibition in the Overlords' museums on their homeworld.
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